What Is Psychological Safety?
In 1990, a professor of organizational behavior at Boston University's School of Management, Dr. William A. Kahn, published a paper on the psychological conditions that lead to engagement and disengagement at work. In his article, he defines psychological safety as "The shared belief that the team is safe for interpersonal risk-taking and that members have the ability to show and employ one's self without fear of negative consequences of self-image, status, or career." 1 He also explains that in psychologically safe teams, members feel accepted and respected. His and others' research have shown that team members want to share new ideas to improve outcomes but often are afraid to speak up for fear of being harshly judged. However, in teams where psychological safety is present, team members don't focus on the negative consequences of sharing new ideas. Instead, they share thoughts and opinions freely and are motivated to improve their team or organization.
The Science Behind Psychological Safety
Kahn's research on psychological safety in the early 1990s was the catalyst for a deluge of follow-up research throughout the subsequent decades. Perhaps the most well-known scientist in the field is Dr. Ultimately, where such environments existed, teams were significantly more successful in their NPD outcomes. We then reviewed the results of the survey and discussed the areas where we needed improvement.
Benchmark and build awareness

Connection
In the next phase of our journey, I asked everyone to complete personal maps-the gist of this exercise was for everyone to share details about themselves using a word map.
Categories included hobbies, family, education, past jobs, etc. A short video by Management 3.0 nicely illustrates how to create a personal map. Once everyone had completed their maps, we then took turns sharing each other's maps.
Even though many of us have worked together for several
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Review psychologically safe behaviors
To really turn this concept of psychological safety into something very practical the team could use on a routine basis, we used a list of psychologically safe behaviors created by Google to identify areas on our team where we were strong and areas where we needed improvement. For example, we discovered that as a team we were fairly good at demonstrating engagement such as asking questions, making eye contact, and responding verbally. However, we struggled with being routinely inclusive-for example, we didn't always step in when team members spoke negatively of each other. After reviewing the behaviors that promote a psychologically safe environment, we each committed to practice at least one behavior we each personally felt needed improvement.
Practice vulnerability
As the final step of the process, and perhaps the most anxiety we were currently experiencing at work. This was by no means easy to do-it required a tremendous amount of trust. Surprisingly, everyone was frank and forthcoming-and truthfully, relieved. It was as though, when given the opportunity to be vulnerable and essentially "human," we all felt an enormous weight lifted off our shoulders. We even did a little problem solving with the various worries and anxieties we heard. The exercise was such a success that we committed to having a "worry/anxiety check-in" every quarter.
Henry Ford once said, "Coming together is a beginning; keeping together is progress; working together is success."
This quote perfectly encapsulates the value, yet challenge, of working as a team. While the benefits of teamwork are obvious, how to work successfully as one isn't always. With the knowledge of psychological safety and how it can provide a safe environment for your team to flourish, perhaps you're one step closer to following in Google's footsteps to creating the perfect team.
